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Abstract

Attempts to reform agriculture in underdeveloped countries have been
informed by the idea that exclusive private property rights were a prerequisite to
an efficient agricultura sector. Thus the 1989 World Bank Report Sub Saharan
Agriculture. From Crisis to Sustainable Growth, stressed the need for changes in
land law from commund property rights towards individudized rights. Yet there
has been dispute about whether costly state intervention is required in these
matters, or whether land rights will endogenoudy evolve towards efficient
outcomes.

The experience of Europe has seemingly provided powerful testimony that
communal rights in agriculture can be highly inefficient, yet persist for centuries in
the absense of state intervention. This paper re-examines the evolution of property
rights in England from 1500 to 1837 and finds that contrary to the received

wisdom:

1 Taking into account the amount of capital invested in land there was
little difference in efficiency between exclusively private and communa land.

2. Cultivators were thus not trapped by the prevailing set of institutions.
Indeed quite small economic gains were sufficient to make them radically change
the indtitutiona framework.

3. Thetrandtion from communal property rights to purely private property
was explicable by changed economic incentives.

Based on the misguided notion that common fields were radicaly
inefficient, which semmed from the English agrarian reformers, there was apan-
European movement by governments in the eighteenth century to eradicate
common fields. This movement largely failed because of resistance from local
cultivators.  Theimplication of these finding for England for modern
underdeveloped economies is to suggest that expensive Government schemes
designed to change agrarian property rights and consolidate land holdings are not
any more likely to be worth pursuing until there is evidence of a popular demand

for them.



1. INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM OF COMMUNAL PROPERTY

The presumption of much work on the development of agricuiture in underdeveloped countries, and in
particular in Sub-Saharan Africa, has been that;

1. Efficient agriculture depends on establishing exclusive private property rights in land. To be farmed
efficiently land needs to be in consolidated units with exclusive property rights.

2. The establishment of these property rights needs to be directed from above by state action, even in the
face of popular opposition.

Thus the 1989 World Bank Report Sub Saharan Agriculture, From Crisis to Sustainable Growth, stressed

as @ major recommendation the need for changes in land law from communal property rights towards
individudized  rights. In doing this it is smply restating views on land tenure that can be traced back to English
Colonia administrators in the late nineteenth century, and that are held by many economists and development
advisors today. For example Peter Domer notes that,

in much of Africa the key problem is to transform traditiona customary land tenure systems

(Dorner (1972), p. 44)
William Duggan writes in the introduction to his book on Southern African Agriculture,

This book presents an economic history of Southern African agriculture from 1800 t0 1980. It

singles out “the commons’ as the most important factor contributing to the region’s present

configuration of successful white farming and stagnant African agriculture (Duggan (1986), p. 1)
As Duggan notes from the 1840s British land policy in Southern Africa was centered on the problem of inducing a
switch by native cultivators from communa land use to a system of enclosed and exclusively private tenures. By
1860 the govemor of Natal was devising schemes to gradually move native land tenure towards enclosed exclusive
private tenures. The South African Native Affairs Commission of 1903-5 cites as the most important issue to be
alddressed the problem of communal tenure. The commission recommended a variety of measuresto eliminate the
commons, including measures to prevent natives buying more commercia land or renting it from white owners,

since that would perpetuate communa tenures. These measures were largely unsuccessful within the native



reserves.0 Duggan concludes of the curent date of African agriculture in southern  Africa, “The  commons
endures, and the industrial world leaves it behind.”

Thee writers ae not embracing the view that pessant cultivators are smply irrdtiond, or ae
unresponsve  to  maket  forces. Rather they hold that pessants are only able to maximizetheir interestswithina
given inditutiond framework, and changing that framework is not something the individud cultivator can do, no
matter how much they desre it.

There is, however, surprisingly little direct evidence of the role of commund land systems in inhibiting
the productivity of African agriculture For most writers the assumption that cultivation of scattered plots on
commund land is inefficient is taken as sufficiently obvious that it needs no further justiﬁcation.2 What empiricd
work there is has concentrated on the narower question of the security of land tenure  Richard Barrows and
Michael Roth recently survey what litle empiricl evidence there is for Kenya, Uganda, and Zimbawe and find
litle sign that the crestion of exclusve private tenures hes much effect on invesment in agriculiure3 Migot-
Adnolla e d. dmilaly find no evidence that land tenure arangements affected productivity levels in Ghang
Kenya and Uganda in the 1980s, though again they look only a the question of how land tenure is defined, and
their measure of productivity is rather limited (Migot-Adholla, Hezell, Blarel. and Pace (1989)).

There is dso drong evidence of little desre on the pat of cultivators to switch to a “European” sysem of
consolidated  exclusvely  private  plots. In places where there was legd consolidation and individudization of land,
auch as Kenya after 1957, and Antanaivo in Madagascar in 1929, ftraditiond forms of land holding perssed in
opposition to the new legdities In the French colonies in Africa title regisration was avalable by the 1920s, yet a
minimal amount of land was ever registered.4

This paper looks a the Europesn experience of the enclosure of common agriculture, and in paticular a

the experience of England. England was the fir¢ country to largely reform its agriculturd sector as a purely

ODuggan (1986), pp. 37-9, 129-134.
IDuggan (19860, p. 225.
2Gee, for example, Harrison (1987), pp. 58-9, 313-4, 328-9).

3Barrows and Roth (1990).
4riddell and Dickerman (1986), pp. ix, Xi.



private one, and the model that served as the inspiration for enclosure movements pushed by governments across
Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The English experience is believed by amost al observers to
prove that communal agricultural systems were markedly inefficient, and that these inefficient systems left to
themselves could persist for a very long time. 3 Indeed writers on the agricultural development of other north
European countries typicaly lamented their failure to quickly follow the English example and create a modem
privatized  agriculture.

Usng a lage new st of daa on land rents between 1500 and 1837, from which it is possble to derive
accurate messres of the relative effidency of open and endosed agricuiture, | condude thet:

1. Teking into acoount the amount of capitd invested in land there wes dmogt no difference in effidency
between endosad and commund (open) lend. Endosed land wss parhaps 3% more fidant then open.

2. Cutivators were thus not trgoped in ingffident sysems by the prevalling st of indituions  Indeed
quite sTel economic geAns were sufficient to meke them redicaly chenge the inditutional framework.

3. The resson the trangition to a purdy privatized agriculture took o long even in Engand wes thet the
codts of the capitel mvestment nesded to aregte endosad agricuiture fll over time, and the gans from endosure
increesed

If any lesson can be dranvn from Burapeen expaiance for modem  underdeveloped economies it is thus
thet there is little Sgn thet radicdly inefficent property rights regimes parsiged for long in Eurape. [ African
countries are to invest large quantities of resources in rameking agraian inditutions they need to find much more
compdling evidence then the speculdion of economists thet redicdly ineffident ingitutions will persg in the
agicdturd  sedtor. In the absance of such a framewark it would be much better to Smply be reponsive to demeand
from the autivators for reform of inditutions, and discover if there is such demand, rather then like the English

colonid authorities impose rform from above on an unwilling peasantry.

SAllen (1993) dissats from the view that open fidds were markedy soddly indffident, but curioudy acogpts thet

there were large private profits to be mede from endosng them.



2. EUROPEAN COMMUNAL AGRICULTURE

In the pre-industrial era in countries across a wide swath of northern Europe « England, Scotland,
Belgium, Northern France, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Germany, Poland, and Russia « much of the land
was held not as exclusive private property, but in some form of joint ownership called the common field or open
fidd system. As this system operated in England the arable land of the village was divided into a smal number of
large fields where the plots of the individua cultivators lay scattered undivided from each other. Individuad
cultivetors would hold anywhere from 0.5 to 100 acres, typically in plots of .5 acres or less. In spring and summer
the owners would grow grain plots on their land, but after the harvest and in the frequent falow years the field was
pastured by al who had pasture rights in common. The meadow land similarly lay in open meadows where the
owners mowed their individual plots, but afterwards the field was again depastured in common. Sometimes the
meadow land was dlocated annualy by lot. There were aso areas of common “waste” where dl were free to graze
animas and gather wood for fuel. Thus amogt dl the land was subject to some degree of multiple ownership,6

Economists immediately see incentive problems with such arrangements. Unless there is some other
marke imperfection in place most economists would argue that exclusive private property rights are the efficiency
maximizing ingtitution (Demsetz (1967), Posner (1977), North and Thomas (1977)). With multiple ownership
some of the gains from my efforts to increase the fertility of my plot will go to other cultivators.  If, for example, |
manure my meadow plot | will get a higher hay crop, but the other owners will get the benefit of the grass that
grows after the hay harvest. Also any many atempts to innovate by changing land use patterns from the standard
village agriculturd cycle will be frustrated. Grain yields probably increased in Europe before the introduction of
commercial fertilizers largely it seems from the adoption of nitrogen fixing crops such as clover instead of the
traditiona falow years. Yet in the open fields the clover would be eaten by the grazing animas unless al
switched at the same time to this practice.

This presumption of the inefficiency of open agriculture became an axiom for many agricultura
reformers, and indeed for many historians. Blum (1978) illustrates nicely how the speculations of economists in

this matter has become the received truth for many historians. Writing of enclosure in Europe he notes,

6These grazing rights were not open to all. but attached to ownership of land or cottages in the village.



That metamorphosis was the single most important departure from the traditional agriculture,

heralding as it did the transition from communaism, with its collective rights and collective

controls, to individualism with its private rights of property and its individual freedom of action

(Blum (1978), p. 263).

In the late eighteenth century the enclosure movement of England became a “pan-European” movement.
European agricultural experts and improving landiords advocated adopting the rational property rights regime of
England in contrast to the “barbarous conditions’ and “primitive customs’ of their own lands. Governments
across Europe decreed that the common fields should be eliminated.” These campaigns generadly had limited
success.  But the concerns of economists are seemingly borne out by the broad correlation in Europe in 1850
between the degree to which open fields had been replaced by exclusive private property rights in Europe in 1850
and the level of agricultural efficiency. England, the country which had amost completely eradicated the common
fids had the highest yields and the highest labor productivity in Europe by 1850. Denmark, an carly enclosure
had dso a relatively efficient agriculture. Eastern Germany, Poland and Russia with the most extensive areas of
common field agriculture had the least efficient agricultures.

The macro level correlations observed in the nineteenth century are seemingly confirmed by micro level
evidence from England. Donad McCloskey correctly pointed out that the speculations of economists on the
inefficiency of open field agriculture were not worth much. The true test of itS inefficiency would wme from
looking at the rents on open and enclosed land. The large rent increases which were reported when open fields
were enclosed in the late eighteenth century seem to be strong evidence for the inefficiency of the open-field
system.8 Rents it was said often doubled or tripled upon enclosure.?  Thus,

Everyone agrees that rents rose precipitously immediately after enclosure. The data indicate that

they commonty doubled and tripled and in some cases rose even more (Hum (1981), p. 503)

TBlum (1978), p. 265.
8McCloskey (1975a, 1975h).
9Chambers and Mingay conclude, for example, that “perhaps a doubling of rents, from about 7s to 155 per acre

was the wmmon result of enclosure in the Midiands” (Chambers and Mingay (1966, p. 85)).



Purdmn in a study of 5 villages in England in the late eighteenth century reports that rents per acre increased
between 58% and 300%, implying rates of return on the capital invested in the enclosure in each village that
averaged a minimum 15.5%, weil above the interest cost of capital actually borrowed for the enclosures of 594, 10
Interestingly the same doubling or tripling of rents is quoted in the 16th century by some pamphlet writers
advocating  enclosure.

Since a the individua village level the enclosure would not change the cost of capital or the wage rate the
increase in rents minus the capital costs of enclosure should measure the gain in efficiency (assuming rents are at
market Ievel's before and after enclosure). Enclosure did have costs in the form of administration, of new fencing
of the land and of reconstruction of the road system. These costs have been estimated at £6.3 per acre in 1800. 11
At the normal rate of return on capital of 5% this implies a cost per acre for enclosure of £0.3 15.  The rent rise on
enclosure if rents doubled in this period would be £0.75 per acre, and f 1 an acre if they tripled. Thus enclosure
would create an efficiency gain of between £0.43 and f0.68 per acre after allowing for the costs of conversion, or a
gain of about 10- 15% in efficiency.

The efficiency gains from enclosure implied by the rent evidence are thus very substantial compared to the
losses observed from other market imperfections such as trade restrictions, minimum wage laws or monopolies.

The rent evidence seems to suggest two things for modem agricultural systems with common property
rights. The first is that there can be great gains from eliminating these. But the second is that despite their
inefficiency such systems can persist for a very long time. Despite the gains to enclosing open fields in England
some villages remained open for over 700 years at least because of the difficulties of securing a change in the
property rights by mutual agreement. Only the adoption of new legal procedures whereby 75-80% of the
landowners (by areg) could force the enclosure of villages led to the enclosure after 1750 of the final 20% of the
land that was open in England. This is the message of Hoffman and Root's work on prc-Revolutionay Franee also
- the gains from the rearrangement of property rights can be impossible to attain through free contract Because

France had a different legd system where unanimity was aways required the enclosure of open fied agriculture

10pyrdum (1978).

11gce Holdemess (1988), pp. 18-21.



was imposshle in France 12

Others have read the lesson of the open fidds as being tha there is a trade off between equity_ and
efficiency. Enclosed ayriculture was more efficient than open, but the trangtion to enclosed agriculture entailed
losses to the smdlest land owners and occupiers, and to the formaly landless. Only in England was the governing
class drong enough to enforce this transtion in the face of the oppostion of the smal holders. In other  countries
wesker ruing classes were umwilling to incur the wrah of the smdl holders 13

The seeming lage eficiency loses of the common fidd sygem thus present a conundrum to economists
and  Dbisorians. Does the survivd of the open fields in Europe imply that the maket system does not work very
wel with regard to agriculturd land tenure systems? And if the market sysem did not work, why did it not work?
It dso implies that a vigorous campaign to replace commund tenure with private tenures is likdy to be highly

desrable for those countries such as Mexico and much of Africa which retan commund tenures.

3. SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS TO THE OPEN FIELD PROBLEM

The puzzle of the seeming inefficiency of the open fidd sytem hes been curious enough that there have
been a number of suggested solutions to the puzze Here | look a what | regad as the mgor ones » those of
McCloskey (1975) , Hoffman (1988), and the radicd tragition of Marx, the Hammonds, EP. Thompson, and
Cohen and Weitzman (1975) finding its culmination in the much more empiricdly informed work of Allen (1992).

McCloskey agues tha the inefficiency of open fidd agicultrd waes a transtory phenomena, observed

12yofman (1988), Root (1987). An dtendive explandtion for the persstence of open fidds has been given by
McCloskey Who argucs that they only became disfunctional with the correction of various other market
imperfections » in the capitd and insurance makets « in the seventeenth century which previoudy had made open
fidds an efficient response to risks in  agriculture

D3This sems to be the agument of George Grantham in explaning the persstence of common fidds in France in
the ningteenth century  (Gratham  (1980). Mac Bloch deploys a smilar agument for the falure of government

atempts a enclosure in the 1770s (Bloch (1966), pp. 219-234).



only at the close of the system as in the eighteenth century in England as a result of inertia in replacing the system
with the then more efficient exclusive private property rights. He argues that in the middie ages and earlier when
the system was created it was an efficient way of providing self insurance to farmers given the absence of certain
other markets through alowing them to widely distribute 1and holdings in space. As other markets developed the
vaue of this form of insurance diminished, so reducing the value of open fidld land as compared to enclosed. The
correlation between the level of efficiency in agriculture in the eighteenth century and later in Europe and the
thoroughness of the adoption of exclusive private property rights he would attribute to the simultaneity of the
development of insurance markets and general economic development, not to any causal influence of property
rights on agrarian development. The details of McCloskey's argument need not concern us here, for whatever they
are, a direct test of McCloskey's views would seem to come from looking at the rent on open compared to enclosed
land over time. If the open fields were an efficient organization in the medieval period then the renta value of
open field land then should have equaled the renta vaue of enclosed land. Tenants would be willing to pay as

much to get access to this land because of the ability it gave them to salf insure.

Hoffman, looking a France where enclosure was long delayed compared to England sees the operation of
the market in a different light. Accepting, as does McCloskey, that the rent change on enclosure implies the open
fidd system was inefficient from at least the mid eighteenth century he is less sanguine that the market has a
strong tendency to produce efficient property rights. The French experience seems to suggest that ingtitutions that
control property rights can impede the adoption of efficient property rights for hundreds of years or forever, and
that the ingtitutional swructure of a society is something the economic policy maker needs to pay particular attention
to. Hoffman's views in the English case would be confirmed if the large differential in rents between open and
enclosed land was found to predate enclosure by a long period.

Allen( 1982, 1992) offers a radically different interpretation of the enclosure movement in England, but
one that finds its roots in the English radical tradition of Marx, the Hammonds, and E.P. Thomson.  Allen argues
that there was in fact little difference in efficiency between open and enclosed agriculture.  Rents did rise on
enclosure, but the reason they rose was because they were at below market levels on the open field land at the time
of enclosure. Enclosure was largely a maneuver to terminate existing favorable rental contracts and replace them

with market (or “rack”) rents. Enclosure was thus privately profitable for the landlord but resulted either in no net

10



gain of output to society or indeed to net losses. Enclosure was legdized theft. As noted there is a long tradition
that espouses the same view, though with more emphasis on the gains in rents to the large owners that came from
eliminated the claims on the common land of cottagers (small holders). Thus,

Enclosure (when dl the sophidtications are alowed for) was a plain enough case of class robbery,

played according to the fair rules of property and law laid down by a parliament of property-

owners and lawyers.  (Thompson( 1963), p. 237-S).

Cohen and Weitzman (1975) presents a forma model of the enclosure process where there is no gain in
technical efficiency from enclosure, and a very small gain in alocative efficiency, but rents rise from the
elimination of common rights.

The crux of Allen's argument for the efficiency of the open fields is three pieces of evidence. The first is
data for a set of farms visited by Arthur Young on his famous tours of England in the late 1760s. For these farms
Young gives the acreages under various crops, the number of workers (though only of full time workers), and the
rents. He aso gives for the villages the farms are located within figures for the typica yields on various crops.
Young was an enthusiast for enclosure, and his figures show that rents per acre were double for the enclosed farms
as for the open. Yet if we caculate the total factor productivities for farms in open compared to enclosed villages,
enclosed farms seem to have lower productivities. The tenants on open field farms derived a large surplus from the
occupation of the land, but on cnclosed land the rent roughly equaled the difference between the value of outputs
and the cost of the tenants inputs.

The second set of evidence Allen uses are some hypothetical accounts of typical open and enclosed farms
in 1806 in Rutland and Huntingdon given by Parkinson (1808,18 11). These show implied gains in market rentas
from enclosure only on one type of land, heavy arable. For both pasture land and lighter arable land there was no
significant gain in efficiency (Allen(1992), p.176-177).

The last set of evidence that Allen uses is information on the relative yield of open and enclosed land.
Turner (1986) looks at grain yields in both types of village around 1801 when national crop surveys were taken.

He finds that on average grain yields were 19% higher in enclosed villages. 14 Allen and O'Grada similarly

14Turner (1986, p. 686). Half the land would be in grass and there is no indication of relative grass yields. Thus

11



compare yields in open-field and enclosed villages from Arthur Young's tours in the late 1760s, and find only a 7-
12% increase in yields in enclosed villages. 15 Allen later recalculated yield increases using much of the data
Turner used for circa 1801 and concludes yields were on average 9.5% higher in enclosed villages (Allen (1992)).
The problem with using grain yields as a measure of efficiency, however, is that they measure only one component
of output, the yield per acre sown with grain. Changes in the frequency of fallows, in the proportion of arable land,
in the yield on pasture, and in the inputs used to attain these yields could radicaly change the interpretation of
these results. Further output per acre could be increased by more use of capitd orlabor per acre on open fieds so
that the efficiency gain was much smaller. Also the greater yields in enclosed villages may have little to do with
enclosure per s « they could partly stem from the fact that enclosure tended to occur first in the more fertile areas
where it was more profitable, or because the villages with the most energetic and progressive farmers were the ones
which tended to enclose early. Thus | think the yield evidence could be consistent with no gain from enclosure or
with gains in efficiency of 20% or so implied by the supposed doubling of rents if labor inputs per acre fell after
enclosure. 16

Allen concludes that,

the major economic consequence of the enclosure of open field arable in the eighteenth century

was to redistribute the existing agricultura income, not to create additiona income by raising

efficiency (Allen (1992), p. 181)
Note that since enclosure involved costs Allen would have to conclude that the enclosure movement in England
represented a net loss of socia output, since large sums (equivalent to 20% of the rental of the land annually) were
invested to redistribute output from one group to another.

Allen's work is powerful and imaginative, but rather than resolve the commdrum of the open fields it

creates g fresh new set of conundra. For Allen, as for Hoffman, the market fails to work for extended periods of

the overdl yield gain from enclosure may be only haf the 19%.
15Alten and O'Grada (1988, p. 99).

16Fenoaltea (1988) pp. 195-196 makes essentially these same points about the yield evidence as measures of

agricultural - efficiency.
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time, and fails to work in curious ways. For he finds as noted above that going back as far as 1450 open fidd
pedure is worth helf or less then endosed pedure, even dter long peiods of rddivdy dable money rents such as
in the peiod 1600 to 1750. If open fidds are not much less effident then endosad it implies thet rents in
agriculture are set in curious ways. Owners would persistently charge tenants of open fidd land less than tepants
of endosd land  Why? Allen argues that the failure was one of perogations Theare was a convertiond bdlief
among bath owvnas and tenants that endosad land was worth double the rent of gpen land, which market pressres
somehow never chenged. But where did this convertiondl belief come from? And why didn't the cbsarved
progperity of those farming the apen fidds leed to a change in views?

Futher if ownars and tenants bdieved eroneoudy as ealy as 1450 that endosad land wias worth double
the ret of open land, then why wearen't owners pressing to endose much ealie? Why dd 21% o the land of
England il lie open in 1750 when owners hed believed since 1450 that if they endosad the land they coud

double the rent?

4 A OLUTION TO THE CONUNDRUM CF THE OFEN HAHE.DS

Udng two new large sets of data on market land rents in England this pepar proposss a smple sdlution to
the conundrum posad by the Endlish endosre movemant. The market rentd value of enclosed land compared to
the same land in the open fields was indeed higher, but only sbout 33% higher. 17 Theinterest codt of the capital
expenditures required to move land from the open fidd to the endosed date wias in the order of 25% of the renta
value of land drca 1800. Thus there wes vay little sodd gein from endasing land. A net efficiency gain dter the
cods of converson of only 25%. Open fidds pasded because they were nat vay indfident.

The private gain to the landord from endodng came from two possble sources The first was by
permanently incressing the market value of the land Where tenants hdd on ammd leeses (“at will”) the rent
immediady before and dter endoaure should reflect the chenge in the market value of land.  But many tenants

hdd on longer lesss 7, 14, 21, two lives and three lives were dl common leese arangamants in the dghteanth

17The “market” rentd of land is the rentdl value of the land if lessad in a compeitive land merket.
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century. In this case under Parliamentary Enclosure the enclosure commissioners were generaly empowered to
“determine, if necessary with compensation, all leases having less than 21 years to run."18  What this meant in
practice is somewhat obscure.  Seemingly most current leases would be ended and new leases taken out & the
enclosure.  In periods or rising rents as was the case al the way from 1750 to 18 15 if compensation was not paid,
or if the compensation was inadequate, the landlord would get a further gain. Unfortunately the extent to which
lessees were fully compensated is unknown.

Figure 1 shows these two potential areas of gain. The dotted line shows the market value of open field
land, the dashed line the market value of enclosed land. The solid line shows the actua rents before and after

enclosure.  The discounted value of the shaded area is the net gain from enclosure.

FIGURE 1

The gains from terminating existing leases if the lease holder is not compensated will be small relative to the
permanent gains for three reasons.
(1) In the kinds of rent inflation experienced in England between 1750 and 1815 the average departure of rents in
leases from market rents would be only about 20% if the average length of lease was 2 1 years.
(2) The gain from re negotiating the leases is only tcmporary. The open field rents would have risen to market
vaues eventudly themselves. This just accelerates the process. I leases were al for 2 1 years, then at the 5% rate
of return prevalent throughout much of this period a El gain in annua rents that was permanent would be worth
£20, but a El gain from re negotiating leases would be worth only £8.

These considerations imply that if landlords got a return of 33% of the renta value of land by permanent
rem increases on enclosure they would get aremrn by re negotiating rental agreements that was at maximum
equivalent to about an 8% permanent rent increase, if they did not have to pay any compensation, though total

rents would rise by as much as 60%. The private gain from enclosure would thus be postive, but would be

18Tate (1978), p. 37. Curtler (1920), p. 3 14 states that it was general to-end all leases at rack rent. The amount of

compensation paid to those who logt their leases was determined by the enclosure commissioners, and is unknown.
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FIGURE 1. THE GAINS FROM ENCLOSURE
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relatively modes compared to the opportunity cost of capita. Thus the reason that enclosure was such a long
drawn out process in England, lagting from 1400 to 1840, wes tha it was a magindly profitshle enterprise whose
profits would be sengtive to economic factors such as the rae of retumn on capitd, the type of land being enclosed,
and the level of nomind rent inflaion. Thee were no dramatic market failure in the land tenure sysem in pre-
industrial  England, as Hoffman’s and Allen's accounts would imply. The French politicadl and legal sysem may
have prevented France following England and enclosing, but if open fidds in France operated as in England there
was little cogt to that. 19 Indeed the inatia of the French legd Sysem may be explained by the lack of interest
people hed in changing the system. Alsy while enclosres may have redistributed some income between tenants
and landowners, and while that may have been patly the motivation for enclosure, the generd effect would have to
be rather small.

Thee conclusons contradict a deple finding of the literature on enclosure that enclosure doubled rents or
even tripled rents for landlords, since they predict rent changes on enclosure of 60% or less and that in the long
run enclosed land will rent for no more than 33% than enclosed. | consder in the Appendix bdow how we can
reconcile these findings with the existing literature Let me just note here that the mgor fectors meking enclosure
sem to have more efect on rents than it did were the fact that enclosure took place in a period of generd rent
increases, that the acre in which open fidd land was messured tended to be smdler than the daute acre, and that

enclosed land was more likdy to be free of fithe

4. MEASURING THE SOCIAL GAINS FROM ENCLOSURE

To messure the true ffidency gains from enclosure | have assembled two data sats The fird is composed

o adata on the maket rents or the implied rent from the purchase price of pieces of land from 1500 to 1837. The

source of this data is_The Reports of the Charitv Commissoners. 1819-1838. The Charity Commissioners

investigeted  the  financid manegement of most chaities in the country. They issued 32 Reports printed in thes

91ndeed we shdl se tha Hoffman himsef notes that the French villages he studied showed a 32% rent gain

dtributable to enclosure, exactly in line with my numbes for England.
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British Parliamentary Papers between 1819 and 1838, which comprised about 26,500 pages. As pat of ther
inquiry the Commissioners reported for each chaity on the origin and management of ther land holdings.

Many of the Charities invesed in land, and the Charity Commisson reports frequently record the
purchase of agriculturd land by chaities a ealy as the sxteenth cenhuy, and then give information on the
curent rent of the land, and whether that rent is a make vdue Also thee is sometimes other information about
contracts to rent the propety a intervening dates Sometimes they record both the rent and the price of land a the
time of puchase or sde The land is described in varying degrees of detail, but its area and location is admogt
always recorded. Complete information is given on the land use (arable, pasture, meadow, wood, garden, or
orchard), whether the land is openfidd land (subject to commund reguiations) or is enclosed, what huildings are
on the land, and whether the land pays tithe for about 20% of the cases.

The nature of the Charity Commisson daa dlow us to get aound the three man problems that |
identified as obscuring the long run effects of enclosures on rent, and ded with some other problems It is
important to note that much of the land is observed twice Information about its status and rentd is recorded a the
time the commissoners come to the village sometime between 1818 and 1837, and information about its status and
rentd is given a the time the chaity acquired the land.

(1) The problem of land measure. Mogt of the land in the Chaity Commission reports has its area
reported in daute acres or in acres that can be reduced to daute acres This is because the commissoners tend to
report both the rent and aea of the land when purchesed and its rent and area when observed by the
commissiongrs  sometime in the years 1818 to 1837. Thus when we treat these rentd obsarvations as single
obsarvations for the period 1500 to 1837 we can be confidet of the area messurement. But because much of the
land has its rentd vaue observed more than once we can dso look a the effects of enclosure by looking a
differences in rent movements over time on land that was adways enclosed or always open, and land that changed
its dtatus. Agan there is no problem of the accuracy of acresge messurements.

(2) The absence of tithe on much enclosed land. The asence of tithe payments on enclosed land will
tend to inflae the value of this land. For land tha we obseve & an ealy dae in an unenclosed date | teke the
acreege measurement to be that of the land in the later enclosed date, even though often some of the land would be

given Up to the tithe owner to exomerate it from tithe That is | try to measure the earlier open fidd land on a tithe
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free bass. Then its rent can be compared with enclosed land.

(3) The re negotiation of rents on enclosure. The rent observations used to compare the rents of open
and enclosed land are based on either the purchase price of land or on rents that were freshly negotiated.  Thus we
can compare market rents with market rents. Also we most frequently observe the rent many years before the
enclosure and many years after, so that we can be sure of capturing the full effects of the enclosure on long run
renta values.

(4) Common rights. Both open and enclosed land often came with rights of unspecified worth to use
some area of common land in the years before enclosure. | can estimate the effective area of land these rights
amounted to because | know how much land was later dlocated to these plots when the common areas were
enclosed.

(5) Long term effects of enclosure. The Gains to efficiency from enclosure may not come immediately
but may arrive gradudly as the land is gradualy improved after the enclosure. Thus the rent change at the point of
enclosure may not give the full effects of the enclosure. The charity commission records on the same pieces of land
often give its value many years apart. The bulk of the later data on enclosed land is for the period after 1825 by

which time most of the land would have been enclosed for many years.

Table 1 shows the distribution of dl the observations where the enclosure status of the land is given by sub
periods. As can be seen there are 14,632 plots where the enclosure status is known. Over time the traction of the
plots observed that are at least partly open land falls as we would expect from the record of enclosures in England
after 1750. 1t is estimated that circa 1750 about 21% of the land in England by area was unenclosed.  This fits
with the fraction of the area in the plots observed that were enclosed in 1700-49, which was 22.2%. It suggests
that the plots in this sample from the holdings of charities are a reasonably representative sample of all the land in

England.

TABLE1

For these observations for each period where we have the market value of the land we can estimate the

rent premium on enclosed land compared to open in two smple ways. Because rents were changing greatly over
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF OBSERVATIONS

Period Number of observations
All Some Open % open % open
Land (Obs.) (Area)

1500-1599 63 20 32% 38.9%
1600-49 297 94 32% 36.0%
1650-99 576 192 33% 22.5%
1700-49 987 348 35% 22.2%
1750-99 1010 223 22% 13.4%
1800-14 1270 128 10% 3.9%
1815-24 3898 265 7% 5.3%
1825-37 653 1 429 7% *11.5%
all 14632 1699

*Half the open land was in three very large parcels of waste land in this period. The ii-action without these two

ultra large observations was 6.5%.



this period | normdize rents so tha we can pool observations across years by dividing each by an index of rents for
ech 10 year peiod. The firgd tet is to just regress the rent per acre (RENT/ACRE) on the fraction of the land area
which was open (FOPEN). The implied percentege increase of rents on endosure is shown in Table 2. As can be
seen enclosed land is worth more than open in dl periods and the finding is admost dways dtidticaly significant.
Over the whole period the percentage premium on enclossd compared to open is cdculaed a& 30%. The precision
of this edimate is high enough tha we can say definitdly that the gap between open and enclosed is less than 40%
with very high probability. This is in stark contrast to the existing literature.

This cross section data could hide a number of biases, however. Other things ae cealy very important to
land vaues. One is the quaity of the soil. In some places open land tended to be “waste’ land that was used only
& rough pesture. Ancther thing that is strongly associated with land vaues is the sze of the plot: the larger the
plot the lower the rent per acre. Table 2 produces edimates of the cross sectiond differences in rents on open and
enclosed land which try to adjugt for these vaigtions in the underlying “qudity” of land. The last column of Table
2 shows the edtimated rent difference (s a percentage of the rent of open land) when we regress

RENT/ACRE = a + blLAREA) + ¢(FOPEN)
where LAREA is the logaithm of the plot aes induded a a control vaiable As can be seen this does little to
change the rexults, though the edimated rent difference across time periods is more conggent.

To try to adjust for differences in the underlying quaity of land in the open and enclosed dtate | divide up
the counties where the observations lie into 3 groups. In the first group, the “open” group, more than two thirds of
the land that was enclosed hefore 1836 under Paliamentay enclosre wes dready plowland or mesdow before
enclosure, and so would be gmilar in quaity to dreedy enclosed land. In the second group, the “mixed” group, the
land enclosed by Paliamentary enclosure before 1736 was between one third and two thirds of this cultivated type
In the last group, the “waste” group, more than two thirds of land enclosed by Parliamentary procedures before
1836 was open waste land. As can be seen the “open” group where open land should be of better qudity reldive to
encloxed land shows less of a rent differentid than the “wadte” group. The average gap for the open group is

estimated a 33% of the rentd of open land controlling for sze and 25% not controlling for size.

TABLE 2
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Table 2: The Rent Differential Between Enclosed and Open L and

Period Number of observations Rent Premium on Enclosed Land (%)
All Some Open Raw Difference Controlling
Land for plot area
1500-99 40 13 60% 46%
1600-49 252 84 56% 50%
1650-99 489 172 23% 33%
1700-49 846 291 36% 38%
1750-99 760 151 79% 78%
1800-14 1216 127 24% 29%
1815-24 3575 231 39% 51%
1825-37 6017 367 24% 42%
all 13195 1436 30% 37%
“open” 7525 983 25% 33%
“mixed” 1811 143 24% 37%

“waste” 3859 310 47% 51%




Another problem with comparing open and enclosed land in cross section is the possibility that land use
changed as a result of enclosure. Different uses of land in England had different associated rentals, in part because
they involved different amounts of investment in the fertility of the soil. Arable was the least valuable use of land,
pasture was next (grass which is grazed), followed by meadow (grass which is cut), followed by garden land. But
if land was switched from one use to another there would have to be a period of investment in improving soil
fertility so that the rent gain was not costless. Thus the rent disparities observed above in Table 2 may over or
understate the potential socia gains from enclosure if enclosure involved land use changes.

The first way to control for these elements is to use a more redtricted sample of the Charity Commission
data where the type of land use is recorded (arable, pasture, meadow, garden, wood), where the number of
farmhouses, cottages and barns on the land is given This sample contains 3683 observations, the earliest in 1540
and the latest in 1837. The mean of this sample is 1.306, so that plots where the land use is identified tend to be
somewha more vauable plots. The average area of the plots was 16 acres. For this sample | have the following
variables, defined in Table 3. .

TABLE 3

The sample is unrepresentative in terms of the land use types. There is more meadow land than would be
the case for the country as a whole, in part because meadow was generdly easier to identify as a type of land use.
Since most of the sample is drawn for the years after 1800 the sample is representative for the amount of land that
was open. Table 4 shows the simplest regression rcsults with this sampic where I usc as independent variables just
the fraction of land which was open and the plot area. As can be seen the sample looks similar to the larger
collection of observations on land rents in this respect. Once we control for land type, buildings and tithe status
however, the rent premium on enclosed land in cross section becomes much smaller, being only about 12% of the
mean rent on open land for the whole period. The premium for the early period separately is about the same at
11%.

The reason is clear from the results in Table 4 and from the average values of the variables given in Table
3. The land identified as open land is about haf arable, which is a relatively low value use of land whereas

enclosed land is less than one quarter arable. Also enclosed land includes such high value uses as garden and

19



Table 3: Definition of Variables. Charitv Commission

Varidble Name Definition Average vaue
RENT/ACRE Rent per statute acre 131
LAREA Logarithm of total plot area 1.76
FARABLE Fraction of the plot used as arable 0.26
FPAST Fraction of the plot used as pasture 0.31
FMEAD Fraction of the plot used as meadow 0.31
FGARD Fraction of the plot used as garden 0.05
FORCH Fraction of the plot used as orchard 0.02
FWOQOD Fraction of the plotused as wood 0.02
NHOUSE Houses per dtatute acre 0.0006
NCOT Cottages per statute acre 0.0028
NBARN Barns per statute acre 0.0011
NTITHE 1 if known to be no tithe, 0 otherwise 0.03
FOPEN Fraction of the plot open field 0.12
FOPENA Fraction of the plot open arabie 0.06
FOPENP Fraction of the plot open pasture 0.01

FOPENM Fraction of the plot open meadow 0.04




orchard. Thus the implied gains from enclosure could be a low a 12% of the vaue of the land if the higher rents
on gaden, orchard and meadow land ae primaily the result of greaster investment in this land

TABLE 4

As was noted much of this data comes from the period after 1800. | have formed a second daa st from
the Parliamentary Surveys of Crown edates which took place in manly in 1650. The Parliamentary Surveys were
conducted on Royd edates throughout the country after the Monarchy was ebolished in ealy 1649. Parliament
had decided to sdl thee edates to raise revenue, and wanted the rentd vaue of the propety edtablished to sat <de
prices. The Surveys were seemingly conducted in a highly professiond mamner. The surveyors  frequently  valued
adble, pasture, mesdow, and woodland individually. The vaues for the same type of laud would vary greatly
within the same county (Lennard (19 16), Madge (193 8)). Whether the land was open or enclosed is generally
evident.

We have to be on guard that Royd edtates ae not a representative sample of laud holdings but many of
the properties vaued had been leassd on long term lessess to a vaiety of occupiers (s many as a third of the
occupiers  renting less than 10 acres) o that the management of the land is probably not too unrepresentative of
average practice in the period, when much land wes occupied by smdl holders on long leases.

There ae 2715 obsarvations avalable in this daa st where both the laud use and the enclosure status of
the land is given. Table 5 gives the vaiable definitions and the means of the vaiables In this sample dl the open
fidd land is cultivaied open fiedd The plots used include only the four land uses arable, pasture, meadow and ley,
where "ley" sems to refer to land which was switched between use as adble and & padure The average size of
the plot is 126 acres. Since the Paliamentay Surveyors would often vdue the separde pats of a holding
separatcly the plot is not the unit that wes rented. In terms of use and enclosure status the samplc from the
Paliamentary Survey seems more representative of England in 1650 than the Chaity Commissoners sample is of
the later period. 3% of the land is arable, which is somewha low, and 35% is open compared to 50% enclosed
(the rest is ambiguous), which seems close to the likely overdl enclosure share

TABLE §

20.



Table 4: Repression Results Controlling for Land Use, Charitv Commission

RENT/ACRE RENT/ACRE RENT/ACRE RENT/ACRE
ALL ALL PRE 1750 -PRE 1750
CONSTANT 1.853 1711 1.913 2.034
LAREA -283 -179 =260 =212
(.011) (.012) (.0285) (.032)
FOPEN -411 -.147 -402 -.165
(.048) (.047) (.0847) (. 105)
FARABLE -.501 -714
(.081) (.208)
FPAST -097 =306
(.080) (.190)
FMEAD 0.016 0.006
(.080) (.194)
FGARD 1.398 0.870
(. 100) (.605)
FORCH 0.878 0.180
(.141) (.494)
FWOOD -615 -401
(.137) (.426)
NHOUSE 1.294 2.203
(.581) (.896)
NCOTT 0.192 .
(.176)
NBARN 2.460
(411
NTITHE 0.403 407
{.083) (221
N 3566 3566 581 581

R?2 A51 307 142 .206




Table 5: Definition of Variables, Parliamentarv Survevs

Vaidble Name Definition Average vaue
RENT/ACRE Rent per statute acre (£) 0.60
LAREA Logarithm of total plot area 1.56
FARABLE Fraction of the plot used as arable 0.39
FLEY Fraction of plot used as "ley” 0.02
FPAST Fraction of the plot used as pasture 0.34
FMEAD Fraction of plot used as meadow 0.25
FOPEN Fraction of the plot open field 0.35
FOPENA Fraction of the plot open arable 0.23
FOPENL Fraction of plot open ley 0.01
FOPENP Fraction of the plot open pasture 0.01

FOPENM Fraction of the plot open meadow 0.10




In estimating the effects of enclosure on land use with this sample | use a separate intercept for each
county to control for variations in land measurement across counties, and for variations in soil fertility. This has a
modest impact on the estimated coefficient, though the county dummies are often significantly different from 0. |
do not report the estimated values of the county intercepts below. Table 6 shows the difference m rental value
between open and enclosed land under three different specifications. In the first basic specification there are no
county - dummies.

TABLEG6

The basic regression results suggest that enclosure incressed rents by 47%. However, again open land is
two thirds arable whereas enclosed land is less than 20% arable, and arable is the least valuable of the land uses.
When we control for that by putting in measures of land use the premium for enclosed land is only 29%. Findly if
we directly compare enclosed and open arable, pasture and meadow we find the respective premiums to be for
arable 36%, for pasture 3 1% and for meadow 23%. These premiums are not significantly different across land
types.

These cross section results are entirely consistent with those for the Charity Commission data.  Enclosed
land is worth more than open, but the raw premium is reduced greatly if we alow for the fact that enclosed laud
was more commonly of the higher value land use types, which acquired their higher value in large part from

greater investment in soil fertility.

Returning to the Charity Commission data we can do another test for the effects of enclosure which uses
the fact that we observe many pieces of land more than once. Here we can compare what happens to the rent of
land when between observations the enclosed area increases. This controls for possible differences in quality
between open and enclosed land. But it does count as @ gain from enclosure changes inland use subscquent to
enclosure, where these changes may involve greater investment in soil fertility.

Suppose we knew the market rent of a plot in 1700 and in 1825. Suppose dso that it was enclosed in
1760. We would expect that if enclosure was undertaken to free landlords from leases that undervalued rents in
1760 that the rent on this plot would not move any differently in the long run than that on a plot which was either

dways enclosed or aways open. Thus we can use the panel nature of the data set to measure the efficiency gains
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Table 6: Regression Results, Parliamentarv Survevs. 1650

RENT/ACRE RENT/ACRE RENT/ACRE
CONSTANT 762 .
LAREA =057 -039 -042
(.0095) (.0094) (.0095)
FARABLE - 0.547 0.565
{.052) (.059)
FLEY - 0.647 0.509
(.098) (.263)
FPAST 0.809 0.826
(.038) (.038)
FMEAD - 1.109 1.100
(.046) (.055)
FOPEN =215 -153 -
027 (.037)
FOPENA - -131
(.053)
FOPENL - - 0.004
(287
FOPENP - - -.181
(117
FOPENM - - -193
{.059)
N 2715 2715 2715

R3 035 .188 194




from enclosure while avoiding both the seiection-bias problem that only land of poorer quality or land more badly
managed may remain unenclosed, and the problem that rents observed just before enclosure may be  w market.

Formally what | do is assume that the rent of a piece of land i, at time t is,

where Z, is the underlying index of market land values, U; is the “quality” of this plot, Dy is the effect Of land being
open a time t, and Eit is normally distributed with E(E;¢) =0, and E(Ej.EiT) =0, t = T. This assumes that land
rents a any time are log normaly distributed, which is close to correct for samples of the land rent data.

With these assumptions, denoting logs with small Ietters,

Tt - fio = (2 - 2) + b.(dj - djg) + (g5 - &) -

where dit « djo is the change in the fraction of land that is open between the time periods. That is, the relative
rents on the same plot between two periods can be decomposed into the underlying overall movement of rents, and
the gains to enclosure in each period, together with a normally distributed error term. I we regress the difference
on the logarithm of rents with a dummy variable equal to 1 in year t, and -1 in year 0, and aso a variable equal to
the fraction of the land which was enclosed between observations then the coefficients on these dummy variables

show the movement of underlying rents and the rent discount on open land at the various dates. i.e. we regress

Iit « 5o = ZajGj + Zij

where Gj =1ifj=t, Gj=-1 ifj=0, otherwiseGj=0. And Hj=1if j =t and the land is open then, H; = -1 if j =
0 and the land is open then, and otherwise H; = 0. The estimated value of b will show the percentage effects of
enclosure on rents, since we edtimate in logs.

For this estimation we can get 3954 pairs of observations from the Charity Commission data.  The

estimated value of b, the discount on open land 1s -.285, with a standard error of only .0287.  This corresponds to
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land that is completely enclosed being worth 33% more than land that is completely open. In the Charity
Commission data land that was enclosed increased in rent by 33% more than the rental value of land aways
enclosed or aways open.

Table 7 summarizes the results of these various tests of the effects Of enclosure on rents.

TABLEY

The numbers in Table 7 tell a reasonably consistent story. The long term rent gains from enclosure were
far more modest than McCloskey and others assumed in assessing the efficiency of open fidd agriculture. A
reasonable value for the increase in rents would seem to be in the order of 30%. There was thus little socid gain
from enclosure.

Confirmation that enclosure did not double rents in the long run comes if we look at the mass of data in
Table 1 at the county level. We know that the amount of enclosure for different counties in England varied greatly
in the period 1740 to 1836. Some counties saw more than 50% of the laud enclosed, others 0%. If enclosure
boosted rents by 100%, as is often claimed, then if we look at the rent rise from circa 1700 to circa 1825 for each
county it should be associated with the extent of enclosure.  Indeed if Rjg is the rent in county i in the first period,
Ri 1 the rent in county i in the later period, EO is the average rent of enclosed land in the first period, E 1 the
average rent of enclosed land in the later period, and FENC; the fraction of each county enclosed between 1740

and 1836 then we should find,

Ri) = El 1 g
R. E,(1-05FENC)”

where €; is an error term for each county. That is if none of the land in a county was enclosed in this period its

rent rise should be the same as that on enclosed land. But if al of a county was enclosed then its rent rise should

be double the average rent rise.

Figure 2 shows RiIIRiO for the 42 English counties. As can be seen there is no sign of any association of

a greater rent increase with a larger amount of the county enclosed between 1740 and 1836. Indesd when we
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Table7: Summary of Effects of Enclosure on Rents

Data Type Raw Controlling Controlling
Difference for Land Use  for Land Quality
Charities All Land 30% 12% 33%
Pre 1750 11%
Parliamentary All Land 47% 29%
Survey 1650 Arable . 36%
Pasture 31%

Meadow 23%




estimate the parameters a and b in the expression

Rn - a c
R, (-8 FENC)"

by minimizing the sum of squared errors the estimate for b, the fraction by the rent of open land falls below
enclosed we get an estimate of .03. That is the discount is estimated a only 3%. The standard error on this
estimate IS .26, so the estimate is very imprecise. All we can say is that this test shows that there less than 1
chance in 10 that the rent of open land was only 50% of that on enclosed.

FIGUREZ2

5. THE PRIVATE INCENTIVE TO ENCLOSE

Enclosure was not it seems of great socia velue. Why then is it generally reported that rents doubled on
-enclosure? The answer may be that it can be quite correct that per acre rents doubled, but it is quite incorrect to
assumg that meant landlords permanently got double the rem they would have received without enclosure.

Rents per statute acre would rise as the product of three forces. as long term gain in land vaue, a short
term gain from re negotiating leases, and a gain from ending the tithe. But only the first gain would necessarily
have gone to the landlord, and the gain from ending the tithe would be completely offset by a reduction in acreage.
Under Parliamentary Enclosure, and sometimes with private enclosures, the tithe holder would take land in lieu of
the tithe right. For arable they would receive up to I/S of the land, as well as having their property fenced a the
expense of the other owners. Thus the increase in rent per acre in part represented the inclusion in the new rents
of the tithe burden that the owner had exonerated the land from.20

The biases from re negotiation of rents, plus abolition of tithe, can easily make a real change in rents of

20Arable tithe free would rent for up to 25% more than that burdened with tithe, for pasture and meadow the

premium was 14-17% (Evans (1976, pp. 99-100)).
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FIGURE 2: THE EFFECTS OF ENCLOSURE ON RENT INCREASE
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33% into an goparent chenge in rents of 108%. Thus,

percentage change in
rent upon enclosure

long term rent gan +33%
ending of ftithe +17-25%
re negotiation of lesses +20%
changes in acre measurement +?
=> apparent rent rise 95-108%

Hence modest market rentd velue incresses that | find ocould eesly get reported as larger incresses if rent
is smply given as “rent per acre” This means that extreme cation hes to be used to judge whether the landlord
redly ganed a permanent increment of 100% in the rent per are

Whencomparing open and enclosed land a further complication is that the acre wes a very nongtandard
measure even in the 1830s In paticular open fidd land tended to be messured in “fidd acres’ which were
typically only .5 to .75 of a daute aoe Enclosed land was more likdy to be measured in datute acres Thiswill
inflate the vdue of endosed land. This problem may explan why Allen consgently finds enclosed pasture to be
worth double the vaue of open pasture In the Paliamentary Surveys the datute acre seems to have been widdy
used, and in the cae of the Chaity Commisson daa we generdly know the aea in daute acres

The acoepted generdlization that rents per acre for landlords doubled upon enclosure is based on
surprisingly wesk  sources. When these are examined in detail, as in the Appendix, they tumn out to not show a
doubling of rents in admost dl cases In fact the smdl amount of hard evidence is consonant with the smdl rent

increases | report  above
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6. THE NET BENEFIT FROM ENCLOSURE

Suppose the gain from enclosure is aR, where R is the rent per acre We have obsaved that there seems
to be a farly condant gain of about 33% of the rentd veue of land between 1500 and 1837 (see table 2). Table 8
shows the gains per are from enclosure from 1760 to 1839, by decade. It dso shows an edimate of the enclosure
cots per acre from the work of Brian Holdemess, where the enclosure cogt included the costs of fencing, and
roads, and some dranage work.

The gross retun from enclosure over this period averaged 6.1% compared to a cos of borrowing on bond
o mortgage that averaged 4.6%. Thus the net gain from enclosng to the land owner over this period averaged
1.5% of the capiral Invesed. Thisworks out to be anefficiency gain from enclosure of 2%, if all of the remru
aove the interet cod of capitd is to be counted a economic surplus. Since in fact enclosure had risks (the rent
gan wes vaidle as were the costs of the encdlosure) the true efficiency gain will be even lower then this since land
owvnes had to be compensated for these risks Thus there is no evidence tha open fidds in England were an
inefficient inditution.

TABLE 8

We can d0 explan the deday in enclosng much of the land until the nineteenth century when it was
known that enclosed land was of higher vaue from a lest the sixteenth century. For an important eement in the
decison to enclose will be the cost of capitd, since these ae perpetud invesments. The cost of cepitd in England
in the 13 th century was about 105% for risk free long term lending. This cost fell to about the rate of 4.5% in the
gghteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries i two distint phases. The first fall occured between 1350 and 1400 when
raes of reum fdl from 10% to 5% The cogt of capitd then Stahilized a about this level till the late 16th century
when it climbed to about 6%. It declined from this rate to about 4% between 1 680 and 1730 Asuming the other
costs did not vary this implies that if there is a variaion in the relaive costs and benefits from endosure a
different locations we might see a long drawn out process of enclosure between 1400 and 1815 as was in fact

obsaved in pat just from the secular dedine of this importat cost element.21

21For the rae of reum on capitd se Clak (1988), and Clak (1999)
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TABLE 8 : COSTS AND BENEFITS OF ENCLOSURE, 1760-1837

Period Rent Gain Enclosure  Cost Gross cost of Net
(£/acre) (£/acre) Return Capital Return
1760-9 176 2.36 7.5% 4.1% 3.4%
1770-9 197 3.46 5.7 4.3 1.4
1780-9 227 3.46 6.6 4.6 2.0
1790-9 276 5.05 5.5 4.7 0.8
1800-9 ,361 6.27 5.8 4.8 1.0
1810-9 511 6.35 8.0 4.8 3.2
1820-9 405 7.70 5.3 4.7 0.6
1830-9 343 7.56 4.5 4.7 -2
average 6.1 1.5

Note: Enclosure costs from Holderness (1988), pp. 1921. Cost of borrowing on bond or mortgage from Clark

(1993), Table 4.



7. MODERN IMPLICATIONS

There are of course many disimilarities between the agrarian Stuation in preindustriadl Europe and that in
modem Africa. But it is undeniable that the supposed lessons of European agrarian development have informed
much of the thinking of modem agrarian reformers. Contrary to the established wisdom the English experience
does not show that there were great socia gains from the enclosure of communa agriculture, but that these gains
were long delayed by the problem of re negotiating property rights. Instead the gains were modest, and the social
costs of not reforming agriculture before 1837 would have been minor. Also landowners seem to have been quite
responsive to modest profit opportunities offered by ending the commun